
Religious  Discrimination 
in Irish Education 

RELAND has two ostensibly pluralist liberal demo-
cracies but they fail to live up to this description.  We 
need to understand why. A pluralist society is one 

where power and influence are widely and evenly dis-
persed among several groups and interests rather than 
concentrated in the hands of an elite or ruling class, party 
or institution. There is a healthy diversity which safe-
guards individual freedom and promotes debate, argu-
ment, tolerance and understanding. Moral pluralism refers 
to a multiplicity of ethical values  and cultural pluralism 
suggests a variety of lifestyles and cultural norms. 
     A liberal democracy is related to pluralism in that it 
implies a compromise between majority and minority and 
individual rights. ‘Liberal’ is therefore a qualification of 
democracy in the sense of majority rule. In fact, many 
western countries were liberal states with limited govern-
ment long before they were democracies, and there were 
numerous checks on government to en-
sure that the individual was protected 
from the state. But this tended to protect 
the freedoms of rich elites. With demo-
cracy, elites should no longer dominate 
the system.  
        In theory, the majority may now 
prevail on some issues, but they cannot 
legally ride roughshod over the rights of 
individuals and minorities. Indeed, in 
some matters, such as freedom of speech 
and expression, individual rights are al-
most absolute. Pluralist liberal democra-
cies also have constitutional government, 
checks and balances in the political sys-
tem, regular elections, many political 
parties and a healthy civil society in which organised 
groups and interests enjoy independence from govern-
ment. 
      A pluralist liberal democracy is not entirely clear and 
coherent in the sense that, being a mix of these concepts, 
there are inevitably conflicts between them in practice, so 
that the prevailing structure at any given time is a messy 
compromise. An obvious example relates to freedom and 
equality. If we apply these principles in economic terms, 
we can see that complete liberty would mean the freedom 
of the rich and powerful to oppress the poor and weak. 
The law of the jungle would prevail. At the other extreme, 
complete equality would stifle freedom and initiative and 
turn people into dull automatons. Inevitably, therefore, in 
pluralist liberal democracies there is some degree of free-
dom and some degree of equality, and a mixture of the 
state and the market. 

BOTH parts of Ireland now have many features of a plur-
alist liberal democracy, but in certain key areas they fall 
short. Northern Ireland is more deficient in this regard 
than the Republic. The former First Minister David 
Trimble talked in 1999 of having helped to construct ‘a 
pluralist parliament for a pluralist people’, but nearly two 
decades later this pluralism is still some way off.   
   The province still permits abortion only in vey limited 
circumstances, still bans same-sex marriage, still officially 
treats the population as either Protestant or Catholic and 
still has a largely segregated and church-dominated educa-
tion system. All of these failings testify to the continuing 
strength of religious, specifically Christian, power. The 
main Christian denominations dominate almost every 
aspect of social and cultural life to the virtual exclusion of 
those who have other beliefs or none. Fundamentalist 
Protestantism and dogmatic Catholicism, and their polit-

ical adherents, stand in the way of pro-
gress to a more inclusive society. 
     The non-Christian and non-religious 
continue to be marginalised, even though 
they are growing in numbers.  About 2% 
are non-Christian and, according to a 
recent BBC/RTE survey, 23% are non-
religious.  It may be many more, as re-
spondents to survey and census questions 
often describe themselves in religious 
terms purely for cultural reasons.         
Thus a large and growing minority of the 
population have to accept laws that are 
not in their interests. This is neither plur-
alist nor liberal, nor is it democratic if by 
that we mean that all sections of the 

people have a say in the laws of the land. This discrimina-
tion against the non-Christian parallels majoritarian rule 
for 50 years under Stormont when the Catholic minority 
suffered discrimination at the hands of the Protestant ma-
jority. 
       Education is one of the key areas of discrimination. 
First, and most obvious, is the exemption from the Fair 
Employment and Treatment Order 1998 which allows 
schools to discriminate on the grounds of religious belief 
in the appointment of teachers. Even the Council for 
Catholic Maintained Schools (CCMS) has described this 
exemption as ‘outdated’. 
    Then there is the nature of the schools themselves. Con-
trolled or state schools are attended mainly by Protestant 
pupils, staffed mainly by Protestant teachers and have 
management committees containing representatives of the 
Protestant churches. Maintained  
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schools are attended almost entirely by Catholic pupils, 
and staffed almost entirely by Catholic teachers. Volun-
tary Schools are mainly long-established grammar schools 
of either the Catholic or Protestant tradition but may now 
contain a fairly big percentage of the ‘other’ culture. In-
tegrated schools are legally bound to achieve an approx-
imate balance of Catholic and protestant pupils and staff 
and to a management committee that represents the two 
main denominations in equal proportions. However, they 
educate only 7% of pupils and many of them have a dis-
tinctly Christian ethos. 
    All these schools are legally bound to have collective 
worship and an RE Core Syllabus, drawn up by the four 
main Christian churches, that in all Key Stages is heavily 
Christian except for Key Stage 3 where two world reli-
gions are included. Humanism or Philosophy or real 
comparative religion do not feature, though individual 
teachers may introduce them in their lessons. 
      In December, the Woolf Institute in Cambridge pub-
lished its Commission’s report on Religion and Belief in 
British Public Life, entitled Living with Difference, which 
argued that Northern Ireland is not well served by this 
Core Syllabus. It stated: “RE in Catholic schools is de-
nominational in nature, the emphasis being on faith 
formation. In controlled schools it must be non-denom-
inational and is usually largely focused on Biblical ma-
terial. In integrated schools it is a 
mixture of both, because Catholic 
parents still expect their children’s 
sacramental preparation to take 
place in primary schools. In con-
sequence, Catholics and Protest-
ants are moving in rather different 
educational directions when it 
comes to religious awareness and 
understanding. World religions had 
no formal place in the core syllabus until 2007, and even 
now study of them is only available for Key Stage 3 pu-
pils, on the basis of the Churches’ argument that young-
er children would be confused.” 
    Humanists would generally welcome the report’s pro-
posal that RE should be renamed and broadened to in-
clude more religions and non-religious worldviews, in-
cluding Humanism. It should be given an explicitly edu-
cational rather than confessional focus and applied to all 
state-funded schools. The idea of Welsh Minister Hugh 
Lewis that RE should be renamed Religion, Philosophy 
and Ethics (RPE) is favoured by many Humanists. To 
this end, the Humanist Association of Northern Ireland 
and AtheistNI are working on syllabuses in Humanism, 
Philosophy and Ethics at each Key Stage and hope to 
complete them by August 2016.  
    The report also suggests that collective worship 
should be scrapped in favour of an inclusive ‘time for 
reflection’, drawing upon a range of sources that are 
appropriate for pupils and staff of all religions and be-
liefs, that will contribute to their spiritual, moral, social 
and cultural development. Worship is inappropriate in a 
place of education and should be confined to the home 
and the church. 

N THE IRISH REPUBLIC, the power of the Catholic 
Church has been greatly reduced in recent years in 
certain matters, as exemplified in the recent referen-

dum on same-sex marriage. However, there are areas 
where it still exerts enormous power, notably in health 
and education. The Catholic Church controls 92% of the 
3,300 primary schools, while 6% are under the patron-
age of the Church of Ireland and only 1% are controlled 
by organisations not affiliated with any particular reli-
gion.  
      The secondary sector comprises voluntary secondary 
schools, community schools and comprehensive schools, 
and again the majority are controlled by religious organ-
isations, including nearly a half by the Catholic Church. 
The remaining schools are managed by Education and 
Training Boards and are described as multi-denomina-
tional state schools, but nearly 100 of these are run in 
partnership with the Catholic Church or the Church of 
Ireland. 
       This system results from a blatant exercise of clerical 
control that has essentially existed since the second half 
of the 19th century, and power that has accumulated 
over 150 years will not be easily surrendered. Yet Ireland 
is becoming an increasingly pluralist society. 15% of the 
nearly 5 million people are non-Irish in nationality, in-
cluding about 4% who are non-Christian in religious 

faith. In the census, the number of 
Irish people with no religion at all 
increased by 400% between 1991 
and 2011 to a total of 277,237. In 
a survey by Gallup in 2011, 47% 
of respondents said they con-
sidered themselves religious, 44% 
not religious, and 10% were con-
vinced atheists. This poll reflects a 
22% drop in Irish identification as 

‘religious’ in the six years since the previous poll. If it is 
correct, the majority of Irish people now say they have 
no religion.  
     With this degree of Catholic Church control in the 
face of increasing diversity, it is inevitable that discrimin-
ation against non-Catholic children and teachers has be-
come a running sore. The fact is that schools have the 
power to discriminate in admissions and employment. 
Under the 2000 Equal Status Act, publicly funded schools 
run by religious groups are exempt from the equality law 
and are permitted to refuse admission to a student not of 
that religious group if the school can prove the refusal is 
essential to the maintenance of the ‘ethos’ of the school. 
The legislation recognises nine ‘grounds’ for discrimina-
tion which are gender, marital status, family status, sexu-
al orientation, religion, age, disability, race and member-
ship of the Traveller community. Yet a school’s admission 
policy is exempt because it is not discriminating!  
     According to the Equality Authority’s own equalities 
guidance: “A second exemption concerns schools where 
the objective is to provide education in an environment 
that promotes certain religious values. A school that has 
this objective can admit a student of a particular religious 
denomination in preference to other students”.               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     Although non-denominational schools exist, they are 
few in number and places are in short supply. The      
Humanist Association of Ireland states in its pamphlet 
Equality for the Non-Religious that: “The reality for 
many families is one of lack of choice of school in their 
locality and many are effectively forced to send their chil-
dren to schools of a particular religious denomination 
whose ethos is not in conformity with their own”. Many 
non-Christian parents are even getting their children bap-
tised – in some cases even advised to do so by the local 
bishop (see Roopesh Panicker on page 9)  –  just to obtain 
a school place. 
       Furthermore, a religious school may select its staff 
based on their religious beliefs. For example, section 12 of 
the 1998 Employment Equality Act allows bodies to dis-
criminate on religious grounds in “the provision of ser-
vices in an environment which promotes certain religious 
values”. Most teachers in Ireland are expected to teach 
religious (i.e. Catholic) instruction. According to the HAI: 
“Despite the increasingly diverse society...the only route 
available...for an individual seeking qualification as a 
primary teacher is through a course taken at a college 
owned by a religious denomination”. All of this exists in 
blatant contravention of Article 44.2 of the Irish Constitu-
tion: “The State shall not impose any disabilities or make 
any discrimination on the ground of religious profession, 
belief or status”. 
      The privileged status of religion in primary schools is 
entrenched in Rule 68 of the Rules for National Schools, 
drawn up 50 years ago in 1965. It states that: “Of all the 
parts of the school curriculum religious instruction is by 
far the most important, as its subject-matter, God’s hon-
our and service, includes the proper use of all man’s facul-
ties, and affords the most powerful inducements to their 
proper use Religious instructiuon is, therefore, a funda-
mental part of the school course, and a religious spirit 
should inform and vivify the whole work of the school”.  
     In 2012 an advisory group to the Forum on Patronage 
and Pluralism chaired by Professor John Coolahan pro-
posed that, ‘as a first step’ towards updating the rules for 
national schools, “Rule 68 should be deleted as soon as 
possible”. The Minister for Education Jan O’Sullivan has 
said that the rule is archaic and doesn’t reflect the reality 
of today’s primary education sector, but in December 
2015 she stated that it would not be dealt with by the 
current administration, though the next government could 
address the issue before the new school year.  At the AGM 
of the HAI on 1st November 2015, David McConnell, 
Honorary President, referring to the failure so far to im-
plement Coolahan’s report, suggested that candidates 
standing in the next general election should be asked: “Do 
you support the conclusions of the Forum on Patronage 
and Pluralism in Primary Education?” 
        Opting out of Religious Education is a major 
headache for parents. This is a basic right under the Eu-
ropean Convention, and indeed Article 42.1 of the Irish 
Constitution obliges the State to respect the inalienable 
rights of parents. The 1998 Education Act permits parents 
to opt their children out of any subject that is contrary to 
the conscience of the parent or, in the case of a student 
who has reached the age of 18 years, the student. But In 

Ireland parents are responsible for the supervision of their 
children if they opt them out of Religious Education class-
es or religious worship, which makes it virtually impossi-
ble to opt out of a religious ethos. Schools are not obliged 
to supervise children outside the religion class or religious 
services and another subject is not provided. Instead, they 
usually ask the parents to do it. In essence this means that 
opting out is a theoretical illusion and not operable in 
practice for most working parents.  
       Moreover, schools are not obliged to inform parents 
where they integrate religion into secular subjects, a prac-
tice which occurs regularly. It is impossible for parents to 
identify the elements of religion that are integrated into the 
various subjects and daily life of the school. Opting out of 
religion that is integrated into the school curriculum is 
simply an impossibility. 
     Although the rest of the state’s national curriculum is 
administered by the governmental National Council for 
Curriculum and Assessment, according to the council, 
“The development of curriculum for Religious Education 
remains the responsibility of the different church authori-
ties.” In most cases, this is the Catholic Church.  
    The Religious Education course at secondary level  
comes under the curriculum and is supposed to be for all 
religions and none. Many schools are refusing to permit 
students to opt out of this course as they claim that it is 
not Religious Instruction and that it respects all religions 
and none. Yet the non-religious view is treated cursorily as 
‘challenges to faith’, so, like RE in Northern Ireland, this 
course assumes a religious understanding of the world, in 
contradiction to the Toledo Principles on Teaching of Reli-
gions and Beliefs in Public Schools, drawn up by the Or-
ganization for Security and Co-operation in Europe in 
2007. These principles make it clear that ‘beliefs’ here refer 
to non-religious philosophical convictions. 
       In 2014 the UN Human Rights Committee criticised 
the Irish government for its lack of provision of education 
to the non-religious and religious minorities: “The Human 
Rights Committee is concerned about the slow progress in 
increasing access to secular education through the estab-
lishment of non-denominational schools, divestment of the 
patronage of schools and the phasing out of integrated 
religious curricula in schools accommodating minority 
faith or non-faith children”. 
      The plan to divest schools from Catholic patronage in 
order to boost parental choice was the main recommenda-
tion of the aforementioned Forum on Patronage and Plu-
ralism set up by O’Sullivan’s predecessor Ruairí Quinn, 
who promised “the most radical change in primary educa-
tion in Ireland since the state was founded in the 1920s”. 
The plan was to take the power of the church from run-
ning almost all schools in the state and putting it into the 
hands of elected governors. So far divestment has not be-
gun in earnest. 
      It is clear that both parts of Ireland breach fundamen-
tal human rights principles in permitting the major Christ-
ian denominations to have excessive power in education 
and that these denominations abuse that power for their 
own ends. The spokesmen for the Christian Churches in-
variably defend their power by reference to    



international documents such as Article 26 of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights  which states that “Parents 
have a prior right to choose the kind of education that 
shall be given to their children”. Yet, even by this principle 
itself, they ignore the rights of non-Christian parents. 
Also, children have rights too. Article 13 of the UN Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child states that “the child 
shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right shall 
include freedom to seek, receive and impart information 
and ideas of all kinds”. Article 14 refers to “the right of the 
child to freedom of thought, conscience and religion”.  
And surely we all agree that children have a right to free-
dom from political and religious indoctrination. We all 
do – apart from the main Christian churches in Ireland.                                                    
   
                                                                                       

 


